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v Preface THIS BOOk HAS been a voyage of discovery-one that began with a loose agenda and ended with a greater appreciation for the sheer diversity of America's public libraries and the extent to which small libraries are the centers of their communities.
The loose agenda was not a set of theses and prescriptions for what constitutes success ful social networking and whether public libraries were doing it right. Instead, I set out to see what was happening: how prevalent library social networking actually is and whether it seems to be reaching an audience.
I assumed then (in early 2011 when I proposed the project to ALA Editions) that most public libraries with active Facebook pages or Twitter accounts probably considered those efforts to be successful. After all, they're not longestablished services with significant budget lines, ones that require decision making to retire. They're newcomers with little or no dedicated budget, ones that should be balanced against other initiatives. If they're not working, libraries should and, I believe, would redirect the time spent on social networks to some other, more profitable endeavor. That may have happened in some cases.
In other words, I assumed that librarians are intelligent people who generally know what they're doing. I did not assume that there was one and only one proper way to use Facebook or Twitter. I certainly did not assume that a public library serving four million people should have the same kind of Facebook page as one serving 400.
I also disbelieved the occasional assertion that all or almost all public libraries already had Facebook pages. That struck me as implausible, but it also struck me as easy to investigate. If, say, 180 of the first 200 libraries I checked had Facebook or Twitter accounts, then unless that sample was biased, I was wrong.
The appendix includes some notes on how the usage survey began and how (and why) it grew. Suffice it to say that what began as a twostate project possibly including 300 reporting libraries wound up as a 38state project including nearly 6,000 public libraries-and the larger the body of data, the less willing I was to claim that the results could be projected to the rest of the country. diversity in Size and approach I've always believed that the sheer diversity of America's public libraries is a strength, as is local control of those libraries. At the same time, although I was aware that most of America's public libraries are relatively small, I've always been a patron of mediumsized and large public libraries.
In the course of viewing library websites, Facebook pages, and Twitter streams, I've become much more aware of how many small libraries there are-and how effectively some of those libraries serve their community. Most small libraries don't have Facebook pages and few have Twitter accounts, but some small libraries clearly reach a substantial portion of their community through social networks.
Just as libraries differ in size, they differ in how they use social networks. That's as it should be, I believe. This book includes several dozen examples of public library tweeting and Facebook updates showing a range of approaches.
As of fall 2011, it was reasonable to say that most public libraries (at least in 38 of the 50 states) had social network accounts-but also that most public libraries were not active on either Facebook or Twitter. I suspect the latter statement won't be true by the time this book is published, as the rate of adoption appears to exceed the rate at which libraries stop updat ing social network accounts or shut them down.
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• A majority of libraries in 38 states did have either libraryrun Facebook pages or Twit ter accounts when checked in fall 2011, including a majority of libraries in the original 25 states, but in both cases it was a narrow majority: 54% of the 2,406 public libraries in 25 states and 55% of 5,958 libraries in 38 states. That's with the broadest possible definition of "have," including pages that have never had posts and pages and Twitter accounts with no posts or tweets in more than a year. That still leaves 45% of public libraries checked-just under 2,700-with no apparent social network presence. Indeed, the majority is so small that I would not be willing to assert that a majority of all public libraries in all 50 states have social network presences. It's quite possible that participation within the remaining 12 states (involving more than 3,000 more libraries, most of them small) was low enough to reduce overall involvement to less than half.
Should Your liBrarY Be oN Social NetworkS?
Answering that question involves some thought and a little planning-and maybe a little research. Let's break it down into several smaller questions that need to be answered for each social network you may be considering:
• Can your library devote staff time to create and manage the social network account?
For some smaller libraries, "staff" includes (or may consist entirely of) volunteers, but this question needs to be answered in every case. A social network presence that's empty may be worse than no social network presence at all. A social network presence with nobody assigned primary responsibility might as well not exist.
Opening an account on a social network is free. Maintaining an effective account most definitely is not, although the cost is staff time, not money.
• Can your library sustain activity on this social network, not only posting items but also following up on feedback? I'm not ready to say your library should post something every day (that's ludicrous for many libraries) but if you're successful, someone should be checking your account every day the library is open and probably at least once every open hour during that time. You also need to have some plan for succession and backup so that social network activity doesn't cease abruptly when one person leaves or is out of the library for an extended period.
• Does your community use this social network? At this point, the answer is likely to be yes for Facebook. For Twitter, the answer is less clear in some communities.
• Do your patrons expect or want to see you on this network? Your goal should be to increase community involvement, engagement with, and support of the library-not to be an intrusion into areas where patrons don't think the library belongs. Is your library ready to treat this social network as what it is-that is, a social network? Ideally, social networks involve engagement. Your library should be listening to your community and engaging with it. You should be talking with your patrons, not just to them.
That last question moves from whether to how. If there's one thing I'm sure of after glancing at how more than 3,200 libraries use Facebook and how more than 950 use Twitter, it's that no set of rules applies to everybody. There is no doubt that some libraries use Facebook or Twitter strictly as another publicity medium, to good effect and with good results. Is it the best use of either network, however? I don't believe it is, but I'm not willing to claim that as unassailable truth.
which NetworkS?
With all its failings and privacy issues, Facebook is currently the more than 1.1billionuser whale in the social networking ocean. Given Facebook's claim that half its users check in at least once a day, that's particularly impressive. That 1.1 billion figure is worldwide. U.S. and Canadian usage may be falling, but you can still assume that roughly half of your patrons have Facebook accounts-and that roughly onequarter of them use those accounts every day.
You could make the claim that Facebook's shoddy and everchanging privacy practices make it a poor match for libraries, but that's a discussion beyond the scope of this book. In practice, Facebook suits libraries because it has pages designed for organizations and com panies, so people can follow you by "liking" your page rather than by the clumsy reciprocal "friending" formerly required for personal accounts. (That has changed, however; people can now follow other people's feeds on Facebook without requiring reciprocity.)
After Facebook, there's a huge drop in usage. According to comScore's December 2012 rankings by unique visitors from U.S. addresses, Facebook had 150 million U.S. visitors (a drop from 162 million in August 2011).
2 Twitter was a distant second at 40.7 million (up from 33 million in August 2011). LinkedIn was nearly tied for second at 40.6 million. MySpace, which was second with 37 million in August 2011, was number 48 at 27.5 million.
At this point, MySpace appears to focus primarily on entertainment and music. It's also gained a reputation for some less savory pages and lost much of its usage within the United States. In my initial scan of 2,406 public library websites in 25 states in the summer of 2011, www.alastore.ala.org The obvious second choice for library involvement is Twitter, and hundreds of public libraries use Twitter. Like Facebook, Twitter doesn't require reciprocity: any number of people can follow your library's tweets without your approval. But it's much less widely used than Facebook; as noted earlier, it has roughly onequarter the usage. Given the probability that Twitter users aren't spread as evenly across the population as Facebook appears to be, it's more than possible that, in many smaller communities, there aren't enough Twitter users to make a library account worthwhile. There are other factors to Twitter usage as well-for example, crafting messages within the 140character limit that aren't just links and maintain ing the level of activity that seems to be expected of tweeters.
Then there's LinkedIn. To most of us, it's a business network, primarily for business and professional relationships. It makes sense for a library to use LinkedIn as one recruiting tool. Does it make sense to use it as part of social networking? I've seen some libraries on LinkedIn, but I believe it's an open question as to whether this network is where patrons expect or want to interact with libraries.
Among 3,266 public libraries with a social network presence in fall 2011, 57-6% of the libraries using Twitter-appeared to use only Twitter. That is, they didn't have visible Face book accounts other than teen or children's pages. I can only assume that in these five dozen cases librarians made a conscious decision that for their community and patrons Twitter was a better network.
Google+ began offering pages for organizations in late fall 2011. Before then, it was not feasible for public libraries to maintain a Google+ presence, at least not legitimately. When I was rechecking the 2,406 libraries in 25 states, I observed perhaps half a dozen G+ icons leading to Google+ pages. It's fair to assume that there will be many more Google+ library pages in the future-if Google+ grows to be a serious alternative to Facebook.
communities and Social Networks
It really is all about community and engagement-or at least it can be. An effective social network presence can combine functions of a bulletin board where patrons post questions or complaints and staff members post responses, library blogs, the news area of your website, and your emailed newsletter. That presence can have a single focus, but more often it will include a range of topics and even voices.
But every community is different, just as every library is different. At one extreme, two libraries in Alaska, one in New Mexico, and one in Idaho, each serving fewer than 300 people, have Facebook pages liked by roughly half the people in the community-a level that's unheard of for larger libraries. (Among the 5,958 libraries in this study, the highest percentage of Facebook likes for libraries serving at least 25,000 people was just over 7% of the community; for libraries serving at least 500,000, it was 2.6%.)
Should the Los Angeles Public Library (LAPL), serving just over four million people, or the County of Los Angeles Public Library (serving more than 3.6 million) be unhappy because they don't have two million likes? Clearly not. For that matter, should the updates from LAPL and other huge public libraries sound the same or serve the same purposes as those from Hope Community Library, the Village of Corona Public Library, Stanley District Library, and Seldovia Public Library?
www.alastore.ala.org Consider some Facebook updates from four very small public libraries. Here's Hope Com munity Library in Alaska with feedback noted by boldface first names, last names omitted:
All-I had hoped to post more about the Hope Wagon Run that will be this weekend; however, I have been unable to get any electronic information to pass along. The Wagon Run will be this Sunday and there will be lots of events throughout the weekend in Hope. 3 people like this.
Breezy Looking forward to it! We'll be headed that way in the morning! Susan Pancake breakfast from 8-11am at the social hall, cake walk at 3pm, music at the seaview, antique car parades through the day, and Sunday is the Run at 11am. Raffle will start at 2pm.
Wow, summer is in full swing and it is looking fabulous outside! Check out our book shed for an inexpensive book to stick in your back pocket. Then, go find that perfect spot off the beaten path and spend some time living in someone else's imagination. 5 people like this.
That first post is direct engagement: The library filled in the basics and a community member added the particulars. Seldovia Public Library, also in Alaska, weighs in with a slightly more formal tone: Look for us on the Fourth! That's right: we'll be there for our annual used book sale, just as we are every year: library parking lot starting at 7 am. And oh, have we got some great books for you this year. We did a big weeding of our fiction section last year and there are bunches of novels by your favorite authors. . . . Those are extremes: some of the smallest and largest libraries among Facebook users in the 25 states surveyed. You'll find more personal but also more formal attitudes in between.
I believe all five libraries serve their communities well and engage them effectively with Facebook, albeit at different levels of engagement. (LAPL has more than 3,000 likes-but that's less than one per thousand residents, typical of very large libraries.)
how Small? Big winds yesterday-all the notices on the bulletin board flew awaylots of room for new posts now.
We just had our first story time for and with the children from Whale Pass School-what fun! Thursday mornings will be something to look forward to in the coming weeks. Next week, we'll take pictures! I omitted a September 22 post with six new photos from that second reading day. It's worth noting that there are posts from others on the wall: the library is engaging the community.
Sometimes, not all of the likes for a public library Facebook page are from members of the local community. One small library in New Mexico has a legal service area of 439 and 755 likes on its Facebook account; clearly, those aren't all patron likes. Still, when I've checked Facebook likes and Twitter follows (where it's possible to do so), all but a few appar ently have been either patrons, local businesses, and organizations or fans of the library from nearby communities. Yes, some librarians like or follow a fair number of libraries around the country-but that doesn't appear to be a substantial portion of any library's following.
iS eNgagemeNt maNdatorY?
Is it wrong for a library to use Facebook or Twitter purely as a publication channel with no room for actual engagement? I'm not ready to make that claim. Anita Falltrick, technology librarian at Benicia Public Library in California (serving 28,000 people, with an average of 10 to 15 tweets and Facebook updates per month) had this to say:
We use both as another form of outreach mostly for events. The center section of our website's homepage is a blog. Each week I either copy and paste or link each blog story from our homepage to Facebook and then I shorten the entry to fit in Twitter.
We have linked the events page to our Google calendar. With 87 followers and 154 likes as of late November 2011 (up from 67 and 131 in late August) and a streamlined workflow, social networks may be an effective way to reach out-even without comments. Notably, Falltrick does create shorter tweets, rather than simply offering the first portion of a Facebook update and a link. Here are two tweets from Benicia followed by the equivalent Facebook updates:
Teen Karaoke Party-Wed, Jul 27, 6-8 pm. What better way to spend a summer night than with your friends, some karaoke and treats?
Poetry Reading-Thurs, July 28, 7 pm. Poems written for the exhibit "I Read the News Today, Oh Boy!" will be read by their writers.
Teen Karaoke Party | Benicia Public Library.
[Link] What better way to spend a summer night than with your friends and some karaoke? Join us at the library for some tunes and some tantalizing treats to wet your whistle in between songs! Janet likes this. On the other hand, engagement is an important part of social networking for many librar ies and can go handinhand with understanding your community. Terza Becker, reference librarian at the Boulder Public Library (Colorado), serving 97,000 people with very active Twitter and Facebook accounts-averaging more than one tweet and update per day, and with more than 950 likes and 1,380 followers-and following more than 1,500 people, offers this commentary:
Boulder is a techsavvy college town (home to the giant University of Colorado, several federal labs and numerous venture capitalist firms and technology start www.alastore.ala.org ups), so meeting them in the places they frequent (many of which are now virtual) is mandatory for us.
We've had our Facebook page and Twitter accounts for a couple of years. For a while, we didn't get a lot of fans/followers or traffic. But it's been really picking up this year thanks in part to the facts that we have a dynamic new Web master and that two of our reference librarians (one of whom is me!) had our jobs redefined to specifically include an emphasis on bridging the communication gap between the digital side of the library and the publicfacing desk side.
Our most successful posts are the ones that invite people to interact with us (questions, RA type things where we suggest books to people via Facebook, funny things, anecdotes about our building and our colorful patrons, pictures of Boulder
Creek which runs right below our building). [Emphasis added]
Boulder's tweets do seem to be the first few words of the A young girl came to the children's desk and said, "I found the books on cats, but I can't find the books on cheetahs." I responded, "Cats are in the pet section, let me show you where the wild animal section is. I'm assuming you don't want a cheetah for a pet right?" She replied, "Well, I keep asking my mom and she says no, but I am going to learn how to take care of cheetahs and then maybe she will let me have one for a pet." 23 people like this. 
Some definitions and caveats
This book is based on an external survey of all the public libraries or library systems I could locate in 38 of the 50 United States-5,958 in all, or just under twothirds of the 9,184 public libraries in the United States. More details on the stages of the survey appear in the appendix. It's also based on direct comments from several dozen librarians on their own use of social networks, notably including more than a dozen libraries that are not within the 38 states (three of them are outside the United States entirely).
While there are a lot of numbers in this book, it's mostly about the libraries and what they're doing. So that I don't need to repeat "probably" and "roughly" and "at least" and vari ous other qualifiers too often, you should be aware of some definitions, simplifications, and caveats up front. Definitions also include a new grouping of public libraries by size that I find useful in discussing public libraries in social networks.
In many cases, general terms will be used in this book as follows:
Public library: A library or library system that has a defined legal service area (LSA) population and reports to its state library and/or the Institute for Museum and Library Services (IMLS). That does not include branch libraries. It does, in some cases, include doublecounting in states where library systems and individual libraries within those systems both have LSAs and both report. LSA: Legal service area population as given in the most recent spreadsheet available from state libraries (as downloaded in July 2011 for 25 libraries and late August 2011 for 13 others). In most discussions, I round the LSA to the nearest thousand (the nearest hundred or 10 for small libraries). Page: Sometimes used for both Facebook pages and Twitter accounts, noting that Facebook pages also include a few regular Facebook accounts (with friends rather than likes) and a few Facebook groups. Likes: I usually use "likes" for the number of friends or likes or group members on a Facebook page or account, although "fans" is the more common usage. If I use fans it may refer to both Facebook likes and Twitter followers. HAPLR size or H#: Ten divisions of public libraries by LSA, as used in Hennen's American Public Library Ratings. The divisions are noted in the appendix. I sometimes use H# for a brief version of HAPLR sizes-from 0 (libraries serving fewer than 1,000 people) to 9 (libraries serving 500,000 or more). Urban and rural: A twoway split of libraries by size, with "urban" indicating libraries potentially serving at least 25,000 people (H5-9) and "rural" indicating libraries potentially serving fewer than 25,000 people (H0-4). I find this split too broad, just as I find it silly to call Darien, Connecticut, "rural." Small, medium, and large: My own attempt at a slightly more useful split of libraries by size. Small libraries are those potentially serving fewer than 10,000 people (H0-3) ; medium libraries are those potentially serving 10,000 to 99,999 people (H4-6); large libraries are those potentially serving 100,000 or more (H7-9). Presence: I define Facebook presence as broadly as reasonably possible, including accounts with no updates or no likes and those that haven't been updated in more than a year-but excluding Community Pages (with no apparent library involvement), cases where libraries had teen or children's Facebook pages but not generalpurpose pages, and pages I couldn't find using the methods detailed in the appendix. Twitter presence includes all Twitter accounts I could find, including those with no tweets and those that haven't had a tweet in more than a year. Activity: It's reasonable to look at numbers of posts or tweets as one aspect of social network presence and success. Chapter 2 includes the definition of one breakdown of both currency and frequency in six levels from very frequent (five or more posts within the week checked) to moribund (no posts within the last quarter). That six way breakdown (numbers 1-6) is used later in the book as well. Reach: After looking at the reality of Facebook pages and Twitter accounts, I've defined a fivelevel breakdown for reach that partially depends on the library's LSA population, using the small, medium, or large split. Chapter 2 includes the definition of that breakdown from broad reach (10% or more of the LSA for small libraries, 1,000 or more likes or followers for medium libraries, and 3,000 or more for large libraries) to minimal reach (usually indicating a very new account or one that's essentially dead: less than 1% of LSA for small libraries, fewer than 100 likes for medium libraries, and fewer than 300 for large libraries).
There are three obvious and important caveats to these general terms:
• 
the rest of this Book
The rest of this book expands and fleshes out the numbers and offers a range of examples of Facebook and Twitter strategies-and how the two relate. I spend more time on community involvement and note some problems with social networks. The last part of the book considers change. I rechecked the libraries in 25 states originally checked in late July through late August 2011 four months later to see how many have added Facebook or Twitter accounts and updated the level of activity and likes/followers for library accounts.
You'll see lots of examples throughout the book and a few dozen more comments, both signed comments and paraphrased comments provided on a backgroundonly basis. This book is about how and why public libraries use social networks. I'm hoping it will help you and your library to see how you compare to others, to see what others are doing, and to consider what you might change to make social networking more effective in your library and your community.
a Note oN SourceS
Most of the quoted material in this book comes either from tweets and status updates or from several dozen emailed responses to some questions that I posed on my blog and on several library lists. I am not footnoting those sources. For tweets and updates, they're either identi fied along with the quoted material or, in some cases, anonymized (since I have no interest in making libraries look bad). I have deleted last names in user feedback within tweets and updates. For other quotations (and background comments) that do not have citations, consider this to be the universal citation: Personal email to me, sometime in July-September 2011. I'm grateful to all those who responded, including 10 who preferred that I not quote them directly. The acknowledgments include other respondents.
Tweets and Facebook updates were copied directly from Facebook walls and Twitter pages. In many cases, they have been edited for length and to simplify formatting. Some minor typos have been corrected as well. Where feedback appears (other than likes), it's broken to the next line with the person's name (omitting last name) in boldface. URLs are replaced with [Link], and most text that appears to come from such URLs is omitted. a few wordS oN laura SolomoN'S doiNg Social media So it matterS Laura Solomon wrote Doing Social Media So It Matters, published as an ALA Editions Special Report in 2011, based partly on her own experience using social networks to try to save Ohio's public libraries from a threatened massive cut in state funding.
In some ways, this book follows up on Solomon's work-but with substantial differences. Solomon has been a public library web supervisor; I've never worked in a public library. Solomon has strong opinions as to what works and what doesn't; I'm looking at how libraries across the country (and in a few cases around the world) are using social networks, offering a range of existing models with few strong opinions of my own.
To take the most extreme difference in treatment, Solomon says this on lack of content as a reason for social media failure:
Your library needs to post very regularly. If your social media posts only happen a couple of times per week, this is not enough to build on, especially in a medium where twentyfour hours is an exceptionally long amount of time to go without any communication. Ensure you're participating daily at the absolute minimum. 3 If "participating" means posting or tweeting, that makes most public library social net working failures. Among Facebook pages, based on the five most recent posts when checked, only onefifth of Facebook pages and onethird of Twitter accounts averaged five posts a week (or roughly one a day). I'm unwilling to assert that four out of five libraries with Facebook pages and two out of three libraries with Twitter accounts are failing. For any library serving fewer than 10,000 patrons, I'll say that a post a day is extraordinary activity (although some small libraries do seem to meet that criterion).
Similarly, Solomon says that libraries using Twitter should follow about as many people as follow the library-a criterion that says half of library Twitter users are doing it wrong. Laura Solomon's book is well worth reading. Maybe her stiffer criteria for success make sense. Those criteria are not applied in this book; I just can't write off so many libraries. At the same time, Solomon offers so much good advice on a range of social networking issues that I encourage you to buy her book and read it carefully. 
NoteS

